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Summary:
The worst outcome imaginable became their reality: they took Andy’s sister away from him, and there was nothing he could do about it. But it didn’t happen how either of them expected.

Years after the death of their schoolmate, Andrew is still haunted by his mistakes—and a new-old face reentering his life can only ensure that he’ll be making more of them. Many, many more.

Chapter 1: A Broken Oath
Chapter Text
An alarm clock on the bedside table beeped in a futile effort to rouse a young man who had been awake since his eyes closed several hours ago. It went on with its monotonous nagging until Andrew was annoyed enough to drop his hand on top of the snooze button, after which silence reigned anywhere from a hazy five to fifteen minutes, broken up by the occasional beleaguered groan.

…Get up, Andrew Graves. Big day ahead of you.

His hands dragged down his face, so exhausted that unsticking the edges of his eyes was a bothersome effort. The inside of his mouth felt like a desert afternoon; he smacked his lips dryly as the gray ceiling came into focus.

Clearly, Andrew was not a morning person, made into even less of one after the latest in a series of sleepless nights. Having early classes was a special kind of torture that only a cup of coffee could assuage, turning it from absolute hell to a normal degree of hell.

Light filtered in through the gaps in his shutters, keeping the room dimly lit as he ambled around his room like a hemiplegic zombie. The quiet privacy of his single with a private bathroom to boot was a perk of the same doctor’s note he’s recycled since he was in high school.

Andrew never bothered to read it: he doubted it said anything he didn’t already know. But a note from a professional diagnosing him as “too fucked in the head to guarantee normal functioning in isolated circumstances” was certainly handy for getting out of things he didn’t want to deal with. Even if he could do without the looks of pity and judgment every time he pulled the mentally unwell card.

 

The sound of his name in his mother’s voice made him awaken with a start, sitting up in his bed with confusion. He looked around the room and then to the open door.

“Mom, where’s Leyley?” was his first concern.

She cocked her head toward the hallway, beckoning him with the same dead fish-eyed look as ever.

“We have a guest,” Mom explained to him, as if her terse response would sate his worry.

“Urgh…” After rubbing his eyes, Andy checked the clock. The numbers "12:32" glowed red in the dark bedroom. “In the middle of the night? Why?”

“He’d like a word with you. C’mon, your sister is already out there.”

Something about this didn’t feel right. Dread tied a knot in his stomach as he left with his mother. It tightened upon being brought to the living room, seeing his sister nonchalantly sitting near a man he didn’t recognize. She was on the couch while a chair from the kitchen had been placed close by for their surprise visitor to sit in. His appearance was too nondescript to remember in the present day, but Andy knew from the plain white button-up that he wasn’t a cop.

“Hey hey, sleepyhead,” his little sister greeted him. Mom paid her no mind.

“Seriously, what’s—” Andy tried.

“Just answer his questions for me, alright, kiddo?” Instead of staying like he imagined she would, Mother patted him on the shoulder once before retreating to her room.

The fuck is going on, he asked Leyley with one glance, a concerned furrow in his brow. To that, she could only shrug.

“Hello, Andrew. Please, feel free to take a seat.”

Feeling distinctly like he wasn’t free to do anything else, he nodded mutely and sat on the couch on the end closest to white button-up guy, using his body as a partition between him and Leyley. He repressed the urge to glower at the man. The only thing that stuck out to Andy throughout his introduction was that he was an investigator. And how, every now and again, his gaze would inexplicably shift to the hall his mother disappeared down.

The following interaction felt like an interview under the thin pretense of a conversation about all sorts of random things: school, grades, hobbies, their friends, their parents. Contrary to his expectations, there was nothing about ____. But Andy was still afraid to ask directly why they were being interrogated so casually, wary of looking too wary. He just wanted it to be over as soon as possible.

“And you two, do you get along?”

“Duhh, of course we do! Andy’s my bestest friend in the whole wide world! Aren’t you?” Leyley looked to him with eyes full of expectation.

“Yeah. Mhm. That’s right,” Andy replied, no hesitation, if significantly less enthusiastic about it.

“We do eeeverything together!” she bragged with a wide grin. “’Cuz I’m his favorite person, and he’s my favorite person.”

“What does ‘everything’ involve?”

“We play together, walk to school together, cook together—”

“You mean I do the cooking while you harass me,” Andy cut in.

She stuck her tongue out at him. “Same difference. Also, not my fault you won’t let me touch anything in the kitchen!”

“Is that so?” A smile grew on the man’s face. “Hm, how often do you cook together?”

“I dunno.” Leyley tapped her chin in feigned consideration of the question. “Every time Mom forgets I exist and that I have to eat too, so, like every day?”

The smile vanished.

“Leyley!” Andy narrowed his eyes at her.

“What? I’m not wrong.” An irreverent smirk stretched across her stupid face. “You know that lazy hag can’t be bothered.”

As usual, she didn’t seem to care what other people thought about the things she said. Andy kept answering questions in the hopes that he would go away faster if he hit upon what the investigator wanted to hear. What exactly that was, he had no idea, and he remained clueless by the time the man departed with a final thanks. For someone whose job was gathering information, he sure did a shit job at giving any.

 

Stewing in his thoughts, Andrew sat on the edge of his bed, fully dressed and sipping from his usual mug. Steaming coffee hid the faded rings of brown staining the bottom; instant-flavored, his favorite. Adding caffeine to his recent resurgence of insomnia wasn’t the smartest choice he could make, but he needed it if he wanted to make it through his courses today. Blame whichever assholes filled up the afternoon slots. At least next year, when he became a junior, he’d start getting priority during registration.

But none of this mattered at present. Not today. All he needed to do was make it to this evening, he kept telling himself.

Andrew stood with a lag to his movement, as if weights were tied to his arms and legs, and set his empty mug on top of his desk. Future him could worry about it. With nothing digesting in his stomach but his liquid energy boost, he slung his backpack over his shoulders and left the room.

While it should be illegal to have math this early in the morning, he also didn’t have the energy to expend for participating in the classes he normally enjoyed. His professor for modern Greek literature, for instance, had an obnoxious habit of calling people out for contributions at random. As if he was primed to analyze the themes of post-independence Romantic poetry at fifteen past seven in the morning.

Fortunately, this boring statistics lecture was easy to tune out. Andrew was content nursing his second coffee in plastic cup variety, picked up from the cafeteria, as he pretended to take notes on practice problems and p values and other things that would never be applicable to his major.

In all fairness, he was caught up in writing something of greater importance. He stopped to chew on the barrel of his pen, ruminating. What could he say? What would she want to hear after all this time? And—

 How am I supposed to apologize to you?

I’m sorry I couldn’t help you. I am. More than I can express with words. Wow, original. Fuck me I should have figured this shit out last night but I was too busy having my third panic attack this week. Sorry.

Definitely not like that, he wasn’t. Andrew wanted to slam his head against the table.

That made it sound like he wasn’t happy. He was happy, ecstatic even. This was the one thing he wanted for years. What he still wanted more than anything in his life.

I’m just…

Jittery, anxious, and practically rattling in his seat with nerves. He's a hair away from a mental breakdown. Surely, this second cup was to blame. He glared down at his paper, but even that was tiresome to keep up for long.

…being a dumbass, that’s what.

Before he could write anything worth saying out loud, class was over.

 

“Just who was that guy?”

Andy paced, going back and forth between the same two spots in their room as Leyley watched from her bed, legs crisscrossed.

“That’s the third time you’ve said that tonight,” his sister pointed out, unimpressed. “Are you broken or something? No one’s gonna answer you.”

“Shut it, this is serious! Mom wouldn’t say a word about it, and that worries me… Why would an investigator ask us so many questions if he didn’t suspect we did something?” There’s the familiar bile rising in him just having to allude to the incident after they made an oath about not talking about it, but this situation warranted it.

“Beats me. But how would he suspect us? There weren’t any witnesses!”

“That you know of,” he grumbled. “We were at the park. Anyone could have been watching us from the shadows.”

“We were being super careful though! Besides, it’s been four months since the man-stealing bitch croaked. It’s old news at this point.” It was unclear whether her satisfaction was due to believing her own logic was infallible or the fact that people had finally stopped talking about the girl’s death. Perhaps both.

Either way, he wasn’t comforted by the sentiment. Didn’t it take a while for these cases to wrap up? What if some new evidence implicating them had surfaced?

“God…” He stopped to crouch in the middle of the floor, digging his hands into his hair like he was ready to pull it out of his head. “They’re onto us. We’re so screwed.”

“No, Andy,” said Leyley, hopping down from her bed, brows scrunching in quite a disgruntled way. “You’re not listening to me.”

Who’s not listening to who here? he couldn’t help but wonder as she approached. He kept quiet and didn’t look up. But the feeling of Leyley’s small hand on top of his head made him tense all over. She pet him like one would a mopey dog as she reassured him:

“Shhhh, s’okay.”

“Says who.”

“Me, that’s who!” Her other hand snuck under to push his jaw up. She stared him right in his now visible face, a bratty sense of authority behind her smile. “I said so, and as far as you’re concerned, my word is god.”

Laughter wholly lacking in humor fell out of his mouth.

“What do you know about anything?”

“Jackass,” she huffed. “Well, I know for a fact that the guy didn’t say a peep about ____. And neither have we! You’ve been a good boy lately, so you’ll be glad to hear I’ve kept my end of the bargain.”

“That could’ve just been him pretending to not know. This whole thing is just…fishy. I don’t like it.”

“Yeah, well. What’re ya gonna do? If it’ll make you feel better, why don’t we sleep together again tonight?” She grabbed his arms in a spirited effort to pull him up. “Come on, up up up!”

“Ow, don’t do that, idiot!” Andy yanked his arms away with a grimace, quickly rising to his feet.

“Can’t take a little manhandling? Ehehe, you big wimp!”

“That’s not—ugh, whatever.”

It wasn’t like he had a real choice here. They climbed into her bed and wriggled under the star-speckled blankets.

“It’s gonna be fine. Clearly, that guy wasn’t here to arrest us. Our secret is safe.” Leyley huddled in close to rest the side of her head against his chest. “We’re still together, and we will be forever and ever.”

There were a lot of things he could say to that, but he didn’t feel like any were worth voicing. In spite of himself, a part of him felt at ease in the face of her blind confidence. He buried his nose in her hair so that her messy black strands wouldn’t tickle his face.

“…I pray that you’re right.”

 

“Dude, are you alright?”

Something waved back and forth in his upper peripherals.

“Hello?? Earth to Drew?”

“Wuh—huh?”

Blearily, Andrew blinked the daze out of his vision and was met with the sight of lukewarm casserole on a plate. He looked up at Matt from Stats, who withdrew his hand and frowned at him from across the table. He wasn’t a friend so much as an acquaintance they hung out with sometimes.

“You’ve been, like, spacing out.”

“Drew?” a much softer voice went at his side. There was a gentle squeeze at his shoulder, which caused his head to turn to his girlfriend. On reflex, he mustered a smile that was meant to soothe her concern, though it felt out of place on his mouth.

“I’m fine,” Andrew lied. The meal he didn’t really feel like eating got one lazy stab from his fork. “…was just up late, that’s all.”

“If you say so,” said Matt from Stats with an indifferent shrug.

Julia opened her mouth to speak again, but seeming to think better of it, she dropped the subject. What she left unsaid still lingered above their heads, presaging the conversation that Andrew knew was bound to happen soon, even as he made his half hearted contributions to the conversation at the table.

Not fast enough, lunch was done with. They dumped their empties (or two-thirds empty, in Andrew’s case) and exited the mess hall to the campus outdoors. The buildings all looked the same from here, tall and brown brick stacks against a backdrop of pallid blue skies, painted with faint wisps of clouds. The air nipped at his skin, reminding them of the winter to come in a week or so. Inwardly, he made a note to bring a jacket tonight.

“Mind if I walk you to class?” he asked Julia now that they were alone. Alongside an offer of his company was an outstretched elbow. Her eyes flickered from his face to his arm, tempted but unsure.

“Don’t you go the other way? You’ll be late.”

“Not a big deal. As long as I don’t make a habit of it, no one’s going to care if I’m late just this once.”

“Well, in that case…” A grateful little smile at the corner of her lips, her arm looped around his to tug him closer, making herself comfortable at his side. Sadly, it was minimal defense against the chill. They walked in silence for a few minutes as he waited for her to address what he suspected was on her mind. After all, Julia was the one person he told about where he was headed tonight. Of all people, she had the right to know.

“Um,” she grasped for an opener. “It’s today, huh?”

“Yeah. It is.”

“…So how are you feeling about it?”

He shrugged.

“Fine.”

“Fine? Erm, are you sure?”

Since she was obviously concerned about him, he wanted to say that he was. But the particular quality of her prying and her searching gaze gave him the sense that it would come off like he was shutting her out instead. It’s not that he’d rather not talk about this, but there just wasn’t much he thought he could say to her. Regardless, he probably shouldn’t leave it at that.

“Well, nervous,” he decided to tack on in response to her skepticism. “But believe me, I’ve had the entire week to freak out over today.”

Julia either didn’t recognize it as a joke or didn’t think it was funny, which was bad, because he didn’t like seeing her perturbed on his behalf. She worried her bottom lip between her teeth.

“And last night?”

“You know I have insomnia. It was just one of those nights, really. I promise you I’ll be alright.”

“O-okay… I hope it goes well between you and her. Actually, no, I’m sure it will,” Julia affirmed. “What time are you leaving? I’ll see you off at the parking lot.”

“At four.” Andrew leaned down to press a fond kiss to her hair, nose buried in messy black strands. “Thank you, you’re sweet.” He cracked a small grin as she giggled and wrapped her arm more tightly around him.

 

“What do you mean I’m going to my aunt’s house?” he demanded. “You hate her guts.”

Apparently, this impromptu trip was why he was up barely past dawn when it was a holiday from school. Even as Andy protested, Mom wouldn’t meet his gaze, merely shoving an overstuffed backpack into his arms.

“Take this. It’s got everything you need to stay for a few weeks.”

“But why?” he questioned again, the bafflement on his face waning as he started to grow frustrated with her brevity. She’s been so cagey about everything, lately. “If you want us out of your hair for a while, that’s fine, but shouldn’t I be waiting for Leyley?”

“No. We have some business to take care of with your sister. It’s hard to explain—I’ll fill you in later. And put that on already.” Hastily, she took back the bag to guide his arms into the straps. “It doesn’t involve you, so you don’t have to worry about it.”

“Huh?”

…This wasn’t right. Mom was always the one who ordered him to look after her. Not a single day went by when he wasn’t expected to keep her company in some capacity. Why separate them now?

Before he could prod further, a door slammed somewhere in the house.

“NO!” Leyley’s shrill scream rang out through the apartment. “YOU CAN’T DO THAT!”

Mom seethed, “Oh, for the love of…”

His little sister went skidding down the hallway in pajamas and socks to where they stood near the front door, Dad hot on her trail.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t think you would be like this!”

“Andy, don’t go!” There were tears in her eyes as she ran to his side. Desperate, small hands bunched up the fabric of his shirt in unyielding fists. “Please, they’re going to break us up! I know because I heard from Dad!”

A spike of panic shot through his system.

“What!?”

“What happened?” Mom snapped at Dad.

“I felt bad, so I tried to break it to her gently…”

“Don't let them take me away.” Her lips wobbled with each sob that left her as she shook like a leaf next to him, pushing her face into his shoulder. “I don't wanna go to jail, I don't wanna, I don't wanna!”

“You’re not.” Mother rolled her eyes. “Quit being so dramatic, Ashley.”

Why is this happening? What did we do to fuck things up this much?

A sensation swelled up something unbearably painful in his chest. An urge to scream, cry, or throw up, threatening to overwhelm him at the same time. Leyley’s bawling wasn't helping him think. All he wanted was for it to stop, for everything to just stop, and so he clutched her shoulders for lack of any other action to take.

“I-I-I’m not leaving without her!”

“Ah.” Surveying the children clinging to each other like they were each other’s last lifeline, Mom exhaled and rubbed her temples as if dealing with a problem she thought she already sorted out and wanted no part in. “That’s unfortunate. Because you’re going, even if I have to drag you there myself.”

True to her word, she yanked Andrew by the arm with enough force to provoke a sharp cry, leading him out the door. The problem was that Leyley also refused to release him. Either his shirt was so old or her fingers so latched on that the fabric tore along the seams in ugly, uneven lines at his sleeve and side, though Dad moved in to take her away before she could reduce it to tatters. He picked her up kicking and clawing and screaming.

“L-let’s calm down, okay, sweetie?” Father yelped at the sensation of her heel ramming into his thigh. “Ow!”

“You worthless fucking piece of shit, YOU LET ME GO RIGHT NOW!”

“Mom, please! Stop!” Andy stretched an arm out toward the increasingly blurry, receding image of his sister, who was being dragged back into the hall she came down by their father.

“I'll die before you throw me away!” Pounding fists against the arms that trapped her, Leyley swore from the top of her lungs. “I’m gonna throw the worst fit you’ve ever seen, I’ll eat only glass for breakfast and hack up blood and make you wish you never did this if you don't—if you—” She thrashed about. “Andy, h-help me!”

“Leyley, I can’t—!”

It was the last thing he heard from her before the door closed firmly behind them, not including the muffled screeching from the hallway outside their unit. There was no getting out of his mother’s grip, as her hand was clamped so tight around his arm that he couldn’t keep himself from stumbling every other step, nor stop the tears from overflowing his eyes.

“Walk, Andrew,” she chided.

“But, but you’re hurting me!”

Mother glanced back to gauge his expression, and after a moment, mercifully loosened her grip. Not enough to stop the pain, much less slip out of her grasp, but it allowed his mind to race around his aching arm so he could switch tactics. As they rode the elevator down, he stared at his mom with watery eyes that he attempted to wipe with his torn sleeve.

“Why are you doing this?” He sniffled. “Can't we just…just talk things out? That's something family is supposed to do, right?”

“That’s just not going to work. You and Ashley have left me with no choice here.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

Mom shut down his denial with a black stare.

“Don't you play innocent with me! I know very well what the two of you did!”

Her sudden yelling rendered him mute. He couldn’t move or think as fear seized every part of his body, his blood frozen over, heart hammering in his ribs, and visage a stark white. Perhaps this is what it felt like to know your life was over. Compared to that, the developing bruise around his forearm might as well have belonged to someone else.

“Ever since that poor girl was found dead near the warehouse you two used to play at, I just knew you did something to her.”

Nothing he commanded his body to do could overpower the fact that she knew what he did. She knew what he did. She knew what he did.

“I—I didn’t…” His voice shook while he remained motionless. Arguments formed and collapsed in milliseconds. How many times has he mentally rehearsed this exact scenario, only to clam up when the time actually came? “No, I—we didn't mean to…I-I’m n-not…”

“She made you do it, didn't she? Because I told you to go along with her games.” Mom didn’t have to wait for a confirmation: his reaction spoke volumes.

There was just one thing he needed to know. He mustered the pieces of his shattered will to be able to put it into words, and they came out small and hoarse.

“What’s going to happen to us now?”

“I’m not having either of you locked up, if that’s what you’re concerned about. But you have to know that things can’t go on like this, with you and her…” There was a slow exhale from his mother. She dropped his arm to scrub her face with her hands. “Christ almighty, what a mess. Never should have had a second kid.”

He said nothing.

“I’m going to make this right. Even if you hate me for it.”

He said nothing.

“........I’m sorry.”

Andy couldn't come up with another word.

 

The call he got from his mother a little over a week ago officially rendered her original sentiment meaningless, for the nothing that it mattered to him. Not that she seemed to be particularly happy about it over the phone.

It was irrelevant. If any one of them was finally going to make things right, it was him.

As promised, he met up with Julia at the parking lot. Inwardly, he criticized her for being two minutes late to his being there ten minutes early, keeping him from leaving as soon as humanly possible. A different voice in his head chastised that thought, saying it wasn't fair since he didn't specify how early she should be, a voice that was immediately validated as he perked upon her appearance.

“Sorry, I didn’t keep you waiting, did I?”

At that moment, he could feel his annoyance melt into affection.

“You’re wearing the hairpins I gave you.”

Julia gave him a modest smile as she brushed her white-clipped bangs out of her eyes. “Yeah…you noticed? I thought it would cheer you up.”

“Well, consider my day made.” Her smile broadened as he brought a hand up to cup her face. “I thought you didn’t like them, though?”

“Um, they’re not the kind of thing I usually wear,” his girlfriend admitted. “But I don’t mind them.”

“Good. They look good on you.”

“Ahaha, thanks.”

Julia seemed to like the feeling of his hand, if the way she tilted her cheek into his palm was any indication. So he kept it where it was as he stepped in close.

“Are you worried about me seeing her?” Andrew asked.

“Huh? …Why would I be worried about that?”

“You know what I mean.” His gaze shifted away, narrowing at the ground, where he might have imagined adversaries from years past.

And it occurred to him then that until now, he never thought to ask what Julia thought about the prospect of him meeting someone who was rumored to have murdered her childhood best friend.

“No, I’m not,” she replied quietly. She laid her palm over the back of his hand, holding it there in a gesture of comfort. “Of course I wouldn’t think that. I think it's really sad what people have said about her all this time.”

“Yeah. She didn’t deserve that.”

It was said with the firmest belief that brooked no argument.

Because he did.

“I know, it’s just…beyond horrible.” She paused there, as if trying to pick a suitable descriptor to match how bitter he still was about those rumors. At the very least, her agreement placated him. “I really do wish the best for your family.”

“I appreciate that.”

Julia lowered her hand, allowing his to migrate down and tilt her chin up to kiss her goodbye. Their lips met in a soft touch for a few seconds before he pulled away.

“Drive safe, Drew.”

“I will.”

 

After she was gone, there was a dull ache and heavy weight lodged in his chest that would never go away. Maybe he should’ve been more glad to be rid of her for good, for all that she put him through. But he couldn’t eat. He couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t think one thought without it being chased by the memory of her. The source of every single problem in his life was gone, and he’s so much worse. It’s probably how anyone would feel when faced with a constant visual reminder of the hole in their heart, thanks to Mom and Dad’s extremely thoughtful method of erasing any sign that Leyley had ever existed from their home.

Seeing his parents go on after Leyley’s removal like nothing was out of the ordinary made him wonder if he was the only person in the world sad to see her gone. What of her friends? She hadn’t talked about them much, and none had ever come over to their apartment or approached him to ask about her. Had they cared when she disappeared? Clearly, some people did, but not for the right reasons. The cruel whispers he heard at school were proof of that.

They were also why he ended up in the principal’s office with his mom present, on the receiving end of an obnoxious lecture from a bald old coot about his misconduct. After both of them had put on a successful show of a polite and remorseful mother-son pair for the man, Andy was hit with a three-day suspension, and they left.

The rumble of tires on the road filled the silence inside the car until Mother, to his chagrin, felt the need to break it.

“I can’t have you acting up like this at school. You understand that, right?”

Andy made a disinterested hum, his attention on the dull view from the passenger seat window.

“You’re lucky this happened on my day off. What if I had been in the middle of a shift? Am I just supposed to leave and get my pay docked?”

“I already said it wasn’t going to happen again.” Was that not good enough for her?

“Andrew.” Mom took on the sort of tone that made his name sound like a warning. “You broke that kid’s nose.”

“Uh huh.”

If you asked him, that brat from the grade below deserved it with the way she was talking about Leyley.

“Everyone knows Ashley hated Nina. Her just up and vanishing while her brother still goes to the same school…she had to have done something wrong, right? Someone saw her get into a van with these weird tinted windows. Hey Andrew, did your sister get arrested, sent to the loony bin, or what?”

Just thinking about it again brought his blood to a quiet boil.

“I know you’re still mad about Ashley, but that’s not an excuse to—”

“Oh, so now you want to talk about her?” he retorted.

She muttered a few things under her breath. He could make out the words “lord give me strength” among them.

“What am I supposed to say?” Andy finally turned his head away from the window, fixing her with a deep scowl. “Sorry I punched someone in the face for insulting my sister and labeling her as a lowlife criminal? Like you’d even even care. You brush me off every time I so much as mention her name.”

They wouldn't let him see his sister. He didn’t know where she was or how she was doing. They couldn’t even give him that much.

His mother let out a suffering sigh. Rather than reply immediately, she picked a shoulder on the road to park on and shut off the car before she faced him. Not cowed by her, Andy crossed his arms.

“You don’t need to be happy with me. All I’m telling you to do is keep it together in public. Is that really so much to ask?”

“I don’t know, Mom. Is it?”

“Look.” She hunched over, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I did this for you. I did this so you wouldn’t have to keep raising her in my place. And sorry I’m not the picture perfect mother who can handle raising two children at once. What a complete and utter failure I turned out to be.”

At least she’s self-aware, Andy thought.

“And Leyley?”

“She’s better off in a different environment. Just…trust me when I say that this was the right decision for our family. I need you to understand that.”

“…”

“Do you? Or would you prefer it if I did report you to the authorities?”

Fuck you. Sick of talking about this, he shifted his body toward the window once more. “…I do. I won’t make you go out of your way again.” Because I already know you won’t go to bat for your own goddamn kids. “I just got upset by what they said. Honest.”

It took an effort to keep the resentful bite out of that, but it worked to get Mom to turn the ignition back on.

“No more getting into fights. Please. Punch something other than people if you really need to let out some steam. Or I don’t know, take up a sport or something.”

“I’ll consider it,” he stated blandly. “Can we go home now?”

“Gladly.”

 

The drive would be two hours normally, but during rush hour, it’s closer to two and a half. The distance from university to his hometown was a deliberate choice on Andrew’s part. There was nothing keeping him there, and both he and his parents seemed to be better off for it. It wasn’t that they couldn’t tolerate each other. He handled that on his own for most of his life. Though, infrequent visits while he lived on campus was an arrangement he was glad to transition to.

Now, he regretted not staying closer. Being an hour away would have achieved the same effect. Despite the strong temptation to speed, Andrew was as careful as possible the whole way home.

His record was clean, save for that one time he had to drive on no sleep and ended up on the wrong lane for it two years ago. Still, all it took was one cop in a bad mood to interfere with his plans, and he couldn’t have that. There was no room to risk the smallest delay, because there was always a chance it could grow into a bigger one and upend his entire night.

He could not screw this up. Because his fear of meeting Ashley again was outweighed by his longing. It wasn't even a contest.

Somehow, it felt like a quarter millennia had gone by in the blink of an eye when he made it to the neighborhood in the middle of bumfuck nowhere. His parents claimed it was idyllic, whereas he’d always found it dull. However, as it stood, it meant peace, quiet, and nothing whatsoever distracting him.

Car rolling onto a familiar street, his heart thumped between his ears as he looked out to find his parents’ house. The sound was loud. But it felt like he flat-lined the second his gaze fell upon a young woman sitting on the front step outside of their door, hugging her knees to her chest with her face turned to the ground. He didn’t think she would be waiting outside.

If he didn’t know better, he’d think she heard how his breath hitched in shock, because she lifted her head right afterward. The area was too dark to make out her features, the night shrouding her face in thick shadows, but he could tell she was staring at him through the window.

Shitshitshit.

There went his plan to calm his nerves outside before knocking. No time to rehearse what he wanted to say now.

Andrew parked on the curb. He fumbled to take the key out of his car and tried to stand before the stubborn resistance of his seat belt stopped him. "Dammit,” he hissed, unbuckling it, then opened the door. By the time he shut it behind him, she was already running down the path.

“Andy? Andrew!!”

He met her in the middle. More like collided with her. Before he could do anything, she opened up her arms and caught him as her body barreled into his, knocking a grunt out of him. They would have toppled over onto the ground had she weighed more than she did. She wasn’t very tall or wide, her figure slight and several inches of height difference between them.

She pushed her face between the open flaps of his jacket so that her hot breaths were smothered in his chest. Her body shook so hard that he could feel it to his toes, all while he stood there frozen, if not out of shock then because she was squeezing him enough to hurt. Andrew stared down at the top of her head, an untidy mess of long hair as dark as his own tied back into a loose ponytail. Eventually, he wrapped one arm around her and placed his opposite hand on top of her head.

“I,” he breathed. She mumbled something incoherent into the cotton knit of his sweater. “…Uh, what was that?”

“I said—” Ashley started again, revealing a petulant frown and glistening pink eyes that squinted up at him. Her face was small and her cheeks were round, an ingenue at the ripe age of eighteen. “Y-y-you’re late!”

For a moment, he’s at a loss for words. And then he’s irritated. They haven’t seen each other in ten years, and the first thing that comes out of her mouth is this? Not how are you or I’ve missed you or I’m so happy to see you again, but a complaint. The hell? He’d driven over two hours just to see her.

“No, I’m not,” he argued, feeling cheated about the moment she just ruined. “I told Mom I’d be—”

“Yes, you are! I’ve been f-freezing my ass off in this weather for f-forever.”

“That's so…” Stupid. Sweet. Absurd. “You could’ve waited for me indoors. I know Mom’s not exactly a shining example of parenthood, but I doubt she forced you to wait outside.”

“I didn’t feel like it. A-and as if I’d listen to that woman, even if she told me to.” Even shaking like a wet chihuahua, Ashley managed to smirk in the exact same insufferable way he remembered of her years ago. The effect it had on him was more intense than he expected, like this was another dream that felt too real, and his knees wavered with a compulsion to fall to the ground with an apologetic sob. Just like every other time she’d shown up in his sleep.

Andrew pushed that urge to the back of his mind. She wasn’t dressed properly for this late autumn nighttime weather, clad in torn up shorts and perhaps the most fitted long sleeved shirt he’s ever seen. He took his hand off of her head to facepalm.

“You absolute idiot,” he huffed out. “Why not bring a jacket if you were going to stay out here?”

“It wasn’t that cold earlier! And I didn’t wanna g-go back in, in case I missed you! Shit, warm me up, will you?” She clung to him tighter, a whole-body shudder running through her.

“Let’s just go? We can warm up inside.” Andrew tried to extricate himself. She wouldn’t budge. His hands clasped her shoulders, and he tried a second time. She let out a high-pitched whine at his attempts to pry her off.

“Just c-carry me!”

This is so fucking stupid.

“Fat chance. I’m not doing that.”

“Oh, whyever not?” Ashley tilted her head to one side, eyelids lowering halfway. “Too weak to p-pick me up with your noodle arms, bitch boy?”

He gnashed his teeth. “Listen here, you little—”

She barked out a laugh that grated against his ears.

“Oh my god, I can’t believe you,” he uttered in disbelief, said noodle arms dropping to his sides. “It's been so long. We haven’t seen each other since we were kids, Ashley. Are you seriously going to be like this the entire time?”

“What did you expect? For this sibling reunion to go like in the m-m-movies?” A cold breeze swept through, and she shivered again, which made her surrender. “Fffine, we’ll go! But you’re gonna have to guide me, because I’m not letting go!” Those pink hues gleamed with wicked delight as she shifted over to stand at his side, latching onto his arm. Grinning, she perched her chin on top of his shoulder, her breath coming out in warm puffs against one side of his face.

“Now that I’ve got you, I’m never letting go of you again, Andy. Ever.”

At the time, Andrew didn’t know the extent she truly meant that.



Chapter 2: Birthday Cake
Notes:
Disclaimer: in case this wasn't apparent in the last chapter, the depiction of child protective services and foster care in this fic is not meant to be an accurate reflection of real life. This is still as much of a crapsack world as the one the game takes place in.

Chapter Text
Although Ashley’s intention of not letting go was meant in a metaphorical sense, that didn’t mean she was eager to release his arm unless strictly necessary. She clung to him as they walked, nails marking tiny crescents in his jacket, and sorely wishing she could create a hole in the sleeve to reach his skin. The last time she touched him was during the worst day of her life, and what a dismal thing to think about when they had finally reunited.

Moreover, she was concerned with the here and now: new memories, new house, and new big brother to meet all over again.

“Mom? Dad? I’m here,” Andrew called out when they stepped inside.

On her arrival hours ago, she found it ironic that it was bigger than their old place, despite how they had been one family member short until today. Without a doubt, it was far and away nicer than the other places she’s lived in.

Warmth from the air conditioning seeped into her, and though it made her glad to be out of the cold, the center of her attention was the boy right next to her. His deeper tone of voice. His height. The angle of his jawline. The dark circles beneath his eyes. Did she keep him up last night, she wondered. The image of him tossing and turning in bed, possessed by thoughts of meeting her made her stomach swarm with butterflies.

His weary gaze met hers, stalling for a reason unknown. She basked in his quiet study of her up to a certain point.

“Is there something wrong, or are you just admiring my face?” Ashley teased after a few moments of standing idle in front of the closed door.

“Huh? …It’s nothing.” She giggled as Andrew was the first to break their impromptu staring contest, turning his head to the opposite side.

“So it’s the second one!”

“I never said that.”

Having expected a different response, she grew slightly disgruntled. “Then what’s with the creepy staring?”

“I zoned out, okay? Your big ass head just so happened to be in my line of sight.”

Her mouth gaped.

“Anyway, if you’re done borrowing my arm, I need to get the lock.”

“My head is not big!” His denial made her lower lip jut out in annoyance, but for him she obliged. “But whatever you say, you ogler.”

Physically speaking, there was a world of difference between yesterday's Andy and today’s Andrew. Yet, even grown up, it was still him. He hadn’t forgotten about her. He was happy to see her—of course he was. Despite his grousing, she could tell.

Ashley had a good feeling about this. In fact, it put her in such an unassailable mood that she could deal with her mother and father for more than a few minutes at a time. As the couple came in to greet their son, brief pleasantries were exchanged without issue.

In reality, her older brother was the only reason she had for being civil toward them. Well, not entirely true, on second thought: having a place to stay free of charge was also pretty nice. But a direct connection to him was the reason she could never mooch off of some other family. What did it matter if it meant milking her parents’ pity toward her for all it was worth? Small price to pay for not being personally and financially responsible for herself.

As such, dinner went about as well as any of them could have expected. Which mostly meant sitting through dull accounts of how work was, news about the local car dealer’s sponsorship with a soda brand on TV, and the various issues they had renovating this house back in the day.

There was a snag when the inevitable question of what she’s been doing for the past decade came up. Their ignorance, while expected, tempted her to roll her eyes.

“Oh, nothing much.” Ashley feigned thoughtful reflection as she chewed another bite of beef and veggie stew. “Bounced around a dozen homes, nearly flunked out of school, went to juvie three times… Standard foster trash things.”

The incredulous looks she received for that comment almost made her break character. Her brother’s fork dropped with a loud clatter against his dish, and his voice raised with alarm.

“You what?”

“Ah. Still quite the handful, I see,” Mother twined, disappointed but not terribly surprised.

“Yep.” Popping the “p,” she couldn’t help but snark, “Wonder whose fault that is.”

“Ashley!” Andrew reprimanded.

“What? Don’t look so serious! I’m just kidding, gosh.” She wasn’t, but seeing them try to figure out whether they should take her at face value was much funnier than being honest.

And if it made them experience even a modicum of the guilt they should have?

All the better.

“Erm, right, good one…” Their father, ever the helpful contributor to their family dynamic, could only force an awkward laugh.

With that perfunctory non-explanation of what happened after she got taken away from their household, her parents jumped to lighter, safer threads of conversation. She noticed that Andrew’s participation saw a significant drop, unable to recover entirely as he primarily directed his attention to his food.

In the end, they didn’t revisit the topic of her previous living situation. Ashley preferred it that way. It wasn’t that she cared about what anyone thought of her life, nor did she have any hang-ups with talking about it, but retreading old ground was something she found useless with a complimentary bottle of boring. Because as far as she was concerned, those insignificant details about her simply didn’t matter.

If there were ever any doubts that they made the wrong decision back then, she would gladly give them a reminder, but tonight wasn’t about that. Now that her whole life wasn’t on pause anymore, she was determined to make the most of it.

As soon as everyone finished eating, their parents were quick to excuse themselves.

“Sorry kids, but I stayed late at the office today, so I’ll be turning in early.”

“And I have a morning shift, so I’ll do the same.”

“What?” Andrew interjected. Ashley delighted in his aggravation, which had his eyebrows drawn together and teeth baring in a different way than what he showed earlier. “You’re sleeping already?”

Mom signaled him to stop objecting with a raised hand. “Sorry to cut things short, but we’re really tired. You go ahead and do your thing, and clean up the kitchen, please.”

Something appeared to weigh on his mind. Whatever it was, he let it rest, exhaling a sigh. “Sure. If that’s what you want, I guess.”

“Oh, and Andrew, show her where your old room is later. You'll take the couch. Night.”

“…Goodnight.”

Ashley waved them off without a word as her folks shuffled on out. In the end, they betrayed none of her expectations about how a Graves family reunion would go. All that happened was that they reverted to treating Andrew and herself like they did during childhood: leaving her be with her older brother looking after her needs. That, she was perfectly content with.

On the other end of the spectrum, Andrew aimed a dissatisfied look at the kitchen door after their parents vanished behind it.

“You’d think they would be more welcoming with their daughter coming home,” he remarked as soon as they were out of earshot.

That’s what he was caught up on?

“Hahah! Did you really think so?” It sounded like a joke to her. “This is honestly everything I expected from them. I mean, they weren't exactly popping champagne bottles when I first called.”

Mom and Dad walked on eggshells the entire time she talked her way into staying here, weaving her story about how she didn’t have anywhere else to go (true) and how interested she was in making amends (not as true). A part of her was bitter about it. But what more could she expect from the people who threw their own child away?

Her parents weren’t worth a second of consideration, yet Andrew seemed to think otherwise. He bit on the knuckle of his pointer finger, a nervous habit she didn’t remember him having before.

“I just don't think that's right. Would they have housed you if they didn’t care? Maybe I should go talk to them.”

“Oh, please.” With a shake of her head, she crossed over to stand between him and the door he was so interested in. “I’m not really their daughter anymore, you know? To them, I’m just a stranger they let live in their house.”

“A stranger?” A realization dawned on him. “Right, your last name should be different now. But even still—”

“Hm? Nah, it’s not that. My last name is still Graves.” Considering she’d never stuck to the same household for long, she never saw a reason to change it. “All I mean is that beyond making sure I don’t keel over and die, they don't give two shits.”

Andrew grimaced like he’d eaten a lemon. “How pleasant.”

“But it’s fine,” said Ashley without a care, now stepping further into her brother’s space. “Because you do. Isn’t that right, Andy?”

With an unease that she wasn’t sure how to interpret, he followed the motion of her finger, which poked him where she thought his heart was roughly located.

“Obviously. That was never in question.”

“And you missed me. Didn’t you?”

Her fingers began to walk up his clothes. Once she got to the edge of where his collar ended, he snatched her wrist automatically. She didn’t fight it, merely raising her brows at him in expectation. That alone seemed to alert him to what he’d just done, surprise flickering across his features, but it was like he couldn’t back down after a direct challenge to his loyalty.

Their hands hovered in the air between them. His hand was larger than hers, digits long and knobby. An urge struck her to compare his with her own, press their palms and entwine their fingers together like when they were younger.

“…I did.”

“Every single day?” she tested him.

“I—” Skirting his gaze, he looked averse to talking about this. “I thought about you all the time.”

“Not as much as I thought about you, I bet.”

The thought of him going through life without her was more dispiriting than the thought of him remembering her throughout was validating. Out of sight, out of mind, wasn't that what people said?

Andrew lowered their hands, loosening the hold on her. Just as she anticipated he was going to uncuff her, he used the grip on her wrist to pull her into a hug, and she allowed herself to be swaddled up in the comfortable fabric of his sweater.

“About earlier, when we were talking about what happened afterward.” As her forehead rested on the broad slope of his shoulder, she could hear the frown he wore. “Was what you said true?”

“Does it matter if it was?” she intoned. “That stuff’s all behind us.”

“It does to me.”

“Aww, big bro wants to protect me from all the bad things? What a pleasant surprise.”

Andrew scoffed. “Big bro wants to know how much he needs to yell at you for being a reckless dumbass where he couldn’t see you.”

“Hey! Whatever happened then, I’m here with you now, aren't I? Plus, I’ve got you to keep me out of trouble. As long as that's true, I’m golden.”

“Be serious about this!” He jerked her head up by her jaw, forcing her to meet his disapproval head on. “You’re already an adult, Ashley. I shouldn't have to keep you out of anything.”

She’s a so-called adult now.

So that meant what? That he wasn’t obligated to do anything for her? That she should face hardship alone? That he wouldn’t be there for her when it mattered?

The implications tucked into his admonishment, like small knives cutting incisions into her heart, made her chest flare up with the first real anger she’s felt in she didn’t know how long. It burned through the emotional numb that was an everyday fixture for her.

“Way to read too far into a joke,” she snapped. Her hands flew upward to shove him away. “Or what, does dealing with me sound like too much of a burden all of a sudden? Well, I’m so damn sorry that no one was there when I needed to be talked out of bad decisions!”

The spiteful demon that had taken over was vindicated at how taken aback he was. No, not just taken aback: rattled. Andrew had no idea at all, did he?

“Wait, I’m sorry.” And here came the backpedaling. “That’s not what I meant. I’m just—I’m trying to look out for you, alright?”

She put a hand on her hip. “I don’t know where you get off on lecturing me when you don’t know jack shit about what I’ve been through.”

“I said I’m sorry! I won’t press you on that again, just…don’t be mad. Fuck, I can’t take that right now.”

Yeah, that's what I thought.

She didn’t want to be mad at him. It felt wrong tonight of all nights. So once she looked at him long enough to be convinced that he was genuinely remorseful for his slight, she took him into another tight hug, a token of forgiveness that he was glad to accept.

“Look after me… I’m holding you to that.” Against her will, her eyes welled. “That's why you can't go anywhere.”

“Believe me, I wasn’t planning on it,” he murmured into her hair.

This time, she picked the crook in his neck as her hiding place, waiting for the pain to ebb away. The room fell quiet enough that she could hear every breath that drew in and out of their mouths. Then, the phone rang in the living room. At the first sign of movement from Andrew, her arms squeezed around him, fingertips clawing into his back like a cat.

Don't you dare let me go.

He sighed and stayed put. The call went ignored.

He held her for a very long time. His embrace was a spell that caused her eyes to fall shut, lulling her into a cozy haze that she could almost fall asleep in. When she was finally ready for him to set her free, the magic dispelled around her form, and she felt the loss of his warmth from her flesh down to the core of her soul.

“C’mon, Leyley. Let's go clean up.”

A smile crept up on her face.

Still her Andy, alright.

 

 

The next day, the sun woke her up, bright beams shining through the window to hit her face at just the right angle to be annoying. A soft yawn parted her lips as she peeked out at the world though squinted eyes, which relaxed into drowsy half-lids when she rolled her head away from the direct light. She didn’t know what time it was, and she didn’t bother checking. Her first priority was finding something to change into from her pajamas. The tank top and fuzzy bottoms she wore were durable enough to have lasted her several winters since middle school, but they weren’t very fashionable. The rest of her belongings were just as old if not older.

After looting through drawers, she emerged from Andrew’s room wearing a faded band tee and a pair of sweatpants that hung off of her body loosely. Each step into the hallway progressively cleared up the droning of the TV she’d heard turn on halfway through dressing herself. Her brother, who was sitting on the couch watching a program, quirked an eyebrow at her as she came out into the living room proper.

“Is that my shirt?”

“And your pants!”

“Ah yes, you have my permission to borrow those. Thanks for asking.” Even with the sarcasm, he didn’t seem to mind much, taking a moment for his eyes to rove about her. “You know you could have taken Mom’s clothes? They would actually fit you.”

“Meh.” Ashley shrugged. “I was already in your room, and you weren’t using these anyway.” She went over to the back of the couch to lean forward, arms crossed over the top. The point of her elbow nearly poked at the side of his head. “Good morning, by the way.”

“Afternoon, you mean,” he corrected. “Someone sure slept in. It’s already half past one.”

“Doesn’t matter what time it is. It’s still good morning when I wake up.”

“That’s not how that works…”

“Heheh!” She shifted one hand out from under her chest to prop up her cheek. “So, what’s on the agenda today?”

“I have to run some errands in a bit.”

“Do you?” She wondered if it grew tiring to be the responsible one. Who came home to meet his formerly estranged sister just to do groceries the very next day? “Can’t we just put it off and lounge around today?? We can keep watching TV instead.”

“No, I need to buy a couple of things for dinner and such. I’m cooking tonight.”

“Agh.”

“Also, we should get you some new clothes so you can quit stealing mine.”

“Aggghh.”

His head tilted back, stretching the pale column of his neck as sections of his hair folded over the top of the couch like uneven, black streaks of ink.

“If you’re too tired, you can stay here. I never said you had to come with.”

“What? Who said I wasn't coming?”

There was a smile on his face so faint that she almost didn’t catch it. “Then hurry up and finish getting ready so we can head out.”

The errand run resembled what she imagined dreams must be like, if she ever remembered any of hers. She was struck by the sheer domesticity in riding in the passenger’s seat, having Andrew drive them to different stores, and following him as they shopped around. It was a type of mundane that she was personally out of touch with. Even their bickering was like that, at some point getting into a tiff about a slip dress that he deemed as “too inappropriate” for her.

(“Nope, not happening.”

“What’s wrong with this one? I like it!”

Andrew pulled a face at the saucy pose she struck. “Who even wears this stuff? It’s so flimsy that I think I can see through it if I squint.”

“Maybe that’s the point?” The daggers he glared at her plinked right off with her scoff. “Jeez, I didn’t know you were such a prude. Even models wear these dresses!”

“Which you’re not, last I checked. Are you asking to be gawked at like a two-bit stripper?”

“Rude!!” And then it went on like this for ten more minutes.)

That aside, Ashley couldn’t remember the last time she was in a grocery store before today. She could cook for herself when needed, but it was always slapdash dishes whipped up using whatever they happened to have in the communal fridge and pantry. Even after she was old enough to go out on her own, if it wasn’t the money she lacked, it was not having transportation preventing her from buying her own groceries whenever she felt like it.

Fresh produce, frozen meat, snacks, and a few other odds and ends for the kitchen, such as a bottle of hot sauce, went into their shopping cart. She pushed the cart as Andrew decided what should go in, and she went along without much of a complaint until she saw him heading back in the direction of the baked goods section.

“Uh, we already got bread.”

“I know. There’s one more thing we need from here.”

“Did we forget something?”

“No,” he answered, so decisive that it puzzled her. “I didn’t, at least.”

She parked the cart once he stopped before the bakery’s front display, deliberating over the desserts up for sale. The image was familiar in a way she couldn’t place at first.

“Which one do you want? Chocolate?”

She blinked at him dumbly. “I’m not following. Wait, is it our parents’ anniversary, or…?” Don’t tell me he stopped us here for that.

“That’s not it.” His hand covered his nape. “It was your birthday last month, right? I thought we might as well celebrate now that we’re together.”

The reason for her sudden deja-vu hit her in the form a flashback of Andy, stationed in front of a freezer of frozen cakes to compare their price tags. Instantly, she brightened, grasping the shopping cart’s handlebar with an excited gasp.

“Wait, no shit? You’re getting me a cake?” Not just any cake, either. For her standards, the front display was top shelf stuff.

“Yeah. It’s a miracle what money can buy once you have it,” he quipped. “So, which one do you want?”

Not chocolate, that was for sure. For years, that was the flavor every other kid asked for at every other house during the multiple mandatory birthday celebrations each year. Chocolate chip, chocolate fudge, chocolate and vanilla, chocolate and strawberry, chocolate s’mores, always chocolate chocolate chocolate chocolate chocolate. If the amount of times she had chocolate was described as a sentence in a book, she would stop thinking chocolate looked like a word.

But this birthday cake was bound to be the best of them all, and not only because it wasn’t like the others. He remembered, Ashley kept thinking to herself, unable to wipe the smile off the whole ride back. It was a miracle her face didn’t split open with how wide her mouth stretched.

When they got home, she was quick to put away the groceries and throw the bags with her new clothes into Andrew’s room. She disregarded her habitual cleanliness and left sorting through them for later. Soon, they were set up in the kitchen at her urging to get started.

A round vanilla-lemon cake with the words “Happy Birthday Ashley!” drawn in cursive icing on the top surface sat on the table in front of her. Andrew produced a silver lighter from his pocket to light the wax numbers mounted above the lettering. Though, they weren’t quite right.

“We don’t have any other candles?” she asked with an unimpressed glance to her brother. “I’m not turning thirteen years old.”

“Humor me and pretend it says eighteen. It’s close enough, anyway.”

“In case you forgot how to count, that’s half a decade off. You thought about celebrating my birthday, yet you didn’t remember to get the right candles?”

“I forgot we ran out, sue me. It wasn’t exactly at the forefront of my mind…”

A smirk curled her lips. “Wow, I’m really feeling the love right now.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled, flicking his lighter closed as he plopped down in the chair beside her. “Clearly, I hate you so much, getting you a new wardrobe and a whole cake with my hard earned money.”

“Hey, you can’t sugar daddy your way into my heart!”

“That’s not—” Her cheeks puffed with a badly stifled laugh as Andrew covered his face with his hand, momentarily too exasperated for words. “No. Just…no. If it bothers you that much, maybe I should take off the ‘1’? That’d be more accurate for your mental age.”

“Oh, fuck you!”

“Hahahaha! Alright, blow these out before they melt.”

She and Andrew agreed on no singing beforehand, both too apathetic to regular birthday rituals and too hungry for cake to care. Setting her focus on the twin flames wobbling in front of her, she closed her eyes, waiting…

Ashley snuffed out the candles in one blow. She opened her eyes to the sound of Andrew’s clapping.

“Did you wish for anything?” he queried.

“Ha, no way. That stuff’s for kids!”

Truthfully, nothing came to mind. The only thing she wanted of God, Satan, or whatever otherworldly deity might have been listening in on her every year, she didn’t need to wish for anymore.

“Happy belated birthday, Ashley.”

“Hehee! Thanks!”

I have everything I want already, don’t I?

She cut two slices and plated them up on disposables, not wanting to bother with dirty dishes. Overall, this birthday cake was better than clearance aisle cakes and muffin packs topped with whipped cream, but the presentation had her expecting more than what she got. The dessert was slightly dry, and the frosting was cloying to her taste buds with how thick and sweet it was.

Andrew was in agreement with her. They were in the middle of a back and forth about the possible correlation between how pretty a cake looked and how likely it was to be overpriced when the phone interrupted.

“Goddamn these overly expensive cakes. They should—” A ringing in the other room made him quit scraping frosting off on his plate, setting down his slathered fork. “Ah, crap, I should probably get that. Hold on.”

“Mmkay.” She didn’t think much of it at first, instead cutting herself another slab of slightly above mediocre vanilla-lemon. It was only after her second serving vanished into her stomach did she realize he was taking longer than he should be.

She couldn’t hear anything from the kitchen, so he had to be speaking softly. Ashley rapped her finger against the table, waiting.

And waiting.

And waiting.

She binned their forks and plates just to have something to do. More time passed. An inexplicable anxiety twisted her intestines into pretzels.

Just when Ashley was about to cave and see what was keeping him, he walked back into the kitchen.

“What took you so long?”

“Well. My girlfriend called,” he reported.

Her thoughts ground to a screeching halt.

“…What?”

“She wanted to know how I was doing since I told her I was going to be home. She said she tried to call last night, but I, um, couldn’t get to the phone.”

Most of those words went in through one ear and out the other. Her face was blank and uncomprehending.

“I’m sorry,” Ashley spoke after a period of silence. “Did you say girlfriend?”

“…Uh. Yeah?”

...................................Oh.

What followed was a barrage of questions from Ashley that bled into a conversation about his life that lasted late into the night. They paused to have a late dinner, and she picked up where they left off promptly after. She listened to Andrew talk about school. His friends. His professors. His girlfriend. Everyone else that had left their personal mark on him after she was gone. She had him talking until his throat was hoarse and her eyelids were too heavy to keep open for longer than a few seconds at a time.

Unfortunately, that didn't mean she could fall asleep once she made it to bed. Ashley laid awake, her body exhausted but kept conscious by the sputtering engine that was her brain, struggling to process every chunk of information about Andrew she’d learned.

And also, by the revelation that perhaps she didn’t have everything she wanted.

 

The first two weeks were the hardest to bear. The dump she was left at made their teeny apartment seem like a penthouse suite in comparison. There were so many things she would complain about if anyone was willing to listen. The furniture was stiff. The food was bland. The toys were all either old, dirty, or broken. The adults couldn’t care less.

Worst of all, this overcrowded house made it hard to do anything without bumping into her fellow dumpster children without warning. Leyley was on the couch in the living room, lying on her stomach to draw on a few sheets of lined paper she found in a cabinet with odds and ends of school supplies. On the page she was currently working on were two pink and green blobs with brown haystack hair. There was no black crayon, so now they were brunette siblings.

“Wow, that sucks.”

An older boy with greasy hair loomed over her as he peered at her page. He looked a little like Andy if Andy was a dog who hadn’t showered in a week. Maybe if she ignored him and kept drawing, he would go away, like an unwanted pet should.

“Hey, you listening? I’m talking to you!”

She kept filling in brown-haired Leyley’s shirt with zigzags of bright pink.

“Helloooo?”

No dice. Leyley acknowledged him with a disinterested stare.

“Go away. No one wants you in their life.”

“Just trying to start a conversation, sheesh. What are you even drawing?”

“Me and my brother. I’m the pink, and he’s the green.”

“Those are so not people.”

She wanted to bash this kid’s head in with a brick.

“They so are.”

“Looks like you squashed two bugs and smeared its guts all over the page!”

“It does not!” She sat up and held her drawings to her chest protectively. “My drawings look better than you would if it was your gross, ugly guts smeared all over this page! Now screw off and mind your own business!”

Several minutes later, she got called in by one of the parents and yelled at for her creative turns of phrase. Her arguments that mutt boy deserved it for insulting her picture to begin with went ignored. Truly, there was no justice in this world.

Andy would understand where she was coming from. Every day she wished they both had been dropped off here as dumpster children. For how much she hated this place, it wouldn’t be nearly so bad if she had him with her. These other kids had been cast aside in a similar manner, but none of them understood like he would have.

Some even had the privilege of seeing their siblings again. At first, seeing those reunions gave her a glimmer of hope.

After a full year and a transfer without hide nor hair of her family, she gave up on expecting anything.

 

Curling up on her side beneath the blanket, she wallowed in her unpleasant reminiscence. Those experiences were past her. Even if she wanted to go back to those poorly ran establishments, she couldn’t anymore, as her last place had been happy to explain on her way out the door. If her parents wound up kicking her out again, where would she go? Live under the bridge like a troll, she supposed.

Andrew wouldn’t let that happen, though.

…Would he?

They weren’t kids anymore. He was different than what she remembered in too many ways to count. Andy was grown, and he had lived a life apart from her for ten long years. The new him fascinated her as much as it called upon the cold tendrils of insecurity to wrap around the edges of her mind. Maybe he’d outgrown her. After the honeymoon period of their reunion, he may not even like her. Their blood oath might have meant nothing after how long it spent buried and rotting.

No, no, no! Ashley hugged her knees to her chest, as if doing so would protect her from the onslaught of potential betrayals. Shut the hell up!

He had to need her as much as she needed him. If it meant thrusting the knife of guilt into his stomach, as she had the other day—watching him freeze with horror as she pressed the hilt in and twisted again and again, dying her hands with emotions and vulnerabilities that gushed hot and painful out of him—she would do it.

As long as he kept her around.

Safe and sound.

It was the last coherent thought she had before consciousness faded into a vacant sleep.



Chapter 3: Wants and Aches
Chapter Text
Andrew opened his eyes to a mattress beneath his back and a dense soup of fog trapped in his skull. The lights in his room were shut off with the curtains closed to block any natural light from pooling in through his window. He sat up and blinked slowly; not even the vaguest shapes of his furniture would form in his vision, but waking up in the middle of the night was so familiar an occurrence that he had no trouble maneuvering around. He could do it while blindfolded.

That said, he wasn’t sure why he was awake. Was he even asleep to begin with?

Nothing could answer the unease brewing inside him. It was dead silent, and as he stepped into the hallway outside of his bedroom, he found the rest of the house plunged in a sea of darkness.

It hit him then that he had been displaced without his knowledge. His blood chilled.

Where did she go?

“Ashley?” he called out, flicking the living room light on.

But there was no one on the couch.

Flying into a panic, he dashed into the kitchen. The bathroom. The basement. His parents’ room. There was no one but him.

“Ashley!” He repeated her name in a louder voice, scolding nobody as his heart throbbed in his chest, a persistent pain. “Come on, this isn’t funny!”

The closets. The cabinets. Underneath the beds. Nobody anywhere. He switched on every light to see if she hadn’t slipped past him as a flitting shadow and hidden in a dark corner somewhere.

Only after Andrew checked everything twice over did he fling the front door open. Moonlight imbued a soft glow on the outside world, the spotlight shining out the house’s open front door saturating the pavement with yellow. With a starless void overhead, these were the only sources of illumination that allowed him a crisp view of her black hair and womanly figure, facing out toward the road. Most of his anxiety flooded out with the sigh he heaved.

“There you are!” he shouted.

Leaving the door ajar, he jogged up to Ashley. She looked over her shoulder at Andrew with an endearing crinkle in her brow.

“Ugh, it was about time you came out.”

“Why are you standing outside this late?”

“I was waiting for you,” she said with a defensive frown. Before he could tell Ashley to elaborate, she rotated her body, holding her arms out like the great wings of a mother hen. “Alright, c’mere.”

He stood, hesitant.

“Don’t be shy, Andrew,” she crooned.

It was all the invitation he needed to walk right into her hug. His front lightly bumped against hers before he slumped against her heavily, arms loose around her waist. She let him lean against her without a single complaint, warm and accepting. After a moment, his hands twitched at her sides before they swept up to cup her cheeks.

“Don’t scare me like that. I really thought you were gone for a minute.”

Her complacent face settled between the curves of his palms as his thumbs rubbed tiny circles at the soft apples of her cheeks.

“Maybe I just wanted you to miss me for a bit,” she teased. “It’s fine, though! You found me either way.”

“…I guess so.”

“And I already told you, didn’t I? I’m not letting you go, dear brother of mine.” The first time she said that, he felt like it should have put him off more than it did. Yes, they hadn’t seen each other in ages, and everyone knew the saying about what absence did to the heart, but what a strange thing to say to an indefensible coward like him.

Ah…whatever.

The moment he touched his forehead to hers, she let out a girlish giggle that loosened the last knot of tension in him. They spent an interminable stretch of time face to face, breathing in each other’s exhalations. Once more he thought it extraordinary to be standing here with her after so long.

Just his luck that it couldn’t last. A firm yank at the hem of his sweater snapped him out of his trance.

“Are you done yet?” a whiny voice went beside him.

Andrew shot a glare at the interruption. Standing at no higher than his waist was a demon in the form of a child who no longer existed. She was a recurring character in his dreams, sometimes malignant and sometimes inoffensive, but never without something to say. A nuisance of the worst kind: unpredictable.

“What do you want, you little brat? Kind of busy over here.”

Leyley gasped. “You’re so mean! Is that how you greet someone you haven’t seen in days!?”

Again, he sighed. “I didn’t want to see you again, is the thing. I thought we were past…this.” He gestured vaguely to their surroundings as an indication of what ‘this’ was.

“Hmph! Then you thought wrong: there’s no replacing me.” Growing impatient, she tugged a second time. “You know the drill by now, Andy.”

Andrew turned his head to ask Ashley if she would be alright with him leaving. But she had vanished from sight while he was talking to Leyley.

Well. He supposed this was happening now.

He let her lead him by the hand off the driveway and around the side of the house to go to the backyard. Like every other time, he had half a mind to pull out of her weak, tiny grasp. Sometimes he followed through. But she never failed to drag him back.

Next time, he might feel differently, but now it was pointless to him. He knew it would be over soon, regardless.

Behind the garden his mother tended to were woods where there had once been a fence. Neither of them spoke as she guided him through the trees, as though he were following the whims of an annoying little forest sprite. Twigs and leaves crunched under their feet until they reached a clearing with a decrepit warehouse.

The building was so old at this point that it was nearly falling off of its frame. Unusually, Leyley released his hand when they reached the front instead of going where the two of them and another trespassed a decade ago. Two big, rusted doors thrice as tall as her stood before them, imposing. His kid sister, however, remained undaunted.

“What’s with the face? You look like you’re going to puke any second now.”

“I really don’t want to be here.” Like that horse hasn't been beaten into a gory lump by now. How many times must he have this conversation with her?

“Quit being a pussy,” she spat.

“Watch your mouth. Where are you learning these words from?”

“Juvie,” she reminded him. “I’m just calling it like it is! And you’re being a big, fat pussy right now!!” Her whining was nearly loud enough to drown out the scratching noise beyond the doors of the warehouse. He tensed from the top of his head to his toes.

“I don’t know about this.”

“Hurry! Mom will be here any second!”

“But I don’t want to!”

Leyley crossed her arms over the front of her suspenders. The scratching continued even as he heard a much less faint, though just as helpless thumping start from within.

“You still can’t do it, huh.” It was not a question, but rather a statement of fact.

Not deigning to respond, Andrew screwed his eyes tight, hands shaking at his sides. He couldn’t. There was no possible way. There was another noisy thump.

“Open the door.” The command was cold, suddenly empty of all irritation that had accrued throughout their squabbling.

“Leyley, no!” His pitched voice rivaled the cacophony of something scraping and beating on wood that startled him into speaking. Anything else to listen to, for the love of all that was holy.

Unfortunately, his baby sister seemed apathetic to his plight. When he opened his eyes again, he no longer had to look down at Leyley as much as before, as she, the warehouse, and the forest trees were inexplicably taller. They made him feel like the smallest blade of grass to be trampled over.

“Leyley, I’m sorry,” he croaked in a voice he recognized as once having belonged to him, buckling. “I can't help you!”

The clawing and pounding was inside his head now and the feeling was almost too unbearable to think. Though, as his knees impacted the dirt, he realized that everything wasn’t taller.

“Open the door, Andy.”

Andy understood why it appeared that way as he stared down at his own trembling hands, turned short and soft with baby fat.

…The sound of nails splitting on wood planks chased him into reality, where Andrew started awake with a light gasp. Face half smushed against the cushion underneath, there was a cold sweat at his neck. His limbs screamed at him for the uncomfortably sprawled out position they were forced into overnight on top of this narrow couch.

He readjusted with a grunt and dropped onto his back. Over the next several minutes, his heartbeat slowed and faded as he grew aware of someone moving about in another room. The dim blue aura of the living room was further indication that it was too late to warrant trying to go back to sleep. He proved himself right when he eventually mustered the will to get up and confirm that it was five in the morning.

Andrew walked into the kitchen, where his mom was stationed by the coffee maker.

“Look who’s up bright and early,” she commented dully, just as keen on mornings as he was.

“Good morning.”

He wasn’t looking in her direction, but he could feel her appraisal as he fetched a mug for himself from an upper cabinet.

“You look like shit. Still having trouble?” Mom inquired, as if he had ever once stopped “having trouble” in his life.

“I’ll have to fix my sleep schedule when I’m back at school next week. Why not get a head start, I thought.”

“Like anyone has a normal sleep schedule during college…” She took a sip of her mug as Andrew prepared his own. “Still. It would be nice if Ashley had half of that responsibility.”

Subtly, his jaw flexed in irritation.

“Mom. Can I ask you something?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “Why did you invite her back into our house?”

Mother shut her eyes and exhaled softly through her nose. “It’s too early for this.”

“Please,” he said tiredly. “I don’t know when I’m going to get another chance to ask. I just don’t understand why you’re not particularly interested in her when you’re the one who let her live here in the first place.”

Despite his reservations, there was a small, idiotic part of him that wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt. Maybe something Ashley said made them reflect and rethink their choices. However, after days of his parents hardly acknowledging her existence, he couldn’t deny that she was completely on the mark about them.

“Was I just supposed to turn her away after she phoned multiple times begging for a place to stay? Your father and I tried to be friendly to her, we really did. But it’s clear that we’re not going make up, hugs and kisses, like you want us to.”

Sleep-deprived as he was, he had the sense to keep his doubt about Mom and Dad’s reconciliation efforts to himself.

“I’m not saying you have to do that. I just don’t think it’s a big ask to be nicer to her after she’s been gone for a literal decade.”

“Andrew…okay. Let me be clear.” She set her mug on the counter, and something about that had him feeling that he wasn’t going to like what she said next. “This arrangement is not going to last. You’re adults now, so you can be family again if that’s what you want, but she’s only staying here until she can get a job and stand on her own feet.”

“It’s not going to happen in the snap of a finger.”

“Correct, but it’s not as hard as it looks, as long as she puts in the effort. Hell, I did it when I was younger than you are now.”

For lack of anything else to say, he took his fresh cup of caffeine, mixed sweetener into it, and raised it to his lips for a taste. It was better than cafeteria coffee—that was the most positive thought he could muster. Mom, presumably taking his silence as acquiescence, continued:

“That’s why I need you to help her get serious. She can’t be a freeloader forever.”

This time, he displayed his annoyance openly. “And you’re telling this to me and not her because?”

“That won’t work. Don’t pretend you don’t see the attitude she takes with me.”

“You could still try,” he argued.

“I am letting her stay here and keeping her fed without making her pay a penny in return.” The statement, while delivered in the same volume and detached inflection as before, had a severe undertone that welcomed no protestations. She looked him dead in the eyes. “I’m doing my part already. You do yours.”

Andrew has this sensation comparable to the fuse of a dynamite stick quietly burning away beneath the surface. The thin and unwieldy strand of his patience snuffed the spark out before it could trigger an explosion. Astounded as he was by her complete inability to give a damn, he was simply too drained to let himself erupt and start a big fight. And would it even make a difference to Mom?

Actually, the familiarity of this talk was beginning to make him sick.

He rubbed his face, exhaustion weighing heavier than when he first entered the room.

“Alright. Fine. I’ll try to talk to her about it.”

“It’s appreciated.” She didn’t sound much like it.

Neither of them felt compelled to pick up the conversation after that, so they lapsed into silence and sipped at their lukewarm coffees until Mom left for work.

As soon as he had space and time to cool off, Andrew did figure that it wouldn’t hurt to ask Ashley about her future plans. For someone who always had something to say, his loudmouthed sister was sparing on details about herself. She supplanted such information with jokes or pivots into other topics of conversation, which tended to someway or another involve picking on him.

He kept thinking about how he would broach the topic all morning and wound up procrastinating until the late afternoon sun hung low in the sky. He was on the couch watching TV together with Ashley, half paying attention to an infomercial—some big shot CEO giving motivational speeches to students all over the country—when he decided to just hit her with it.

Two words summarized her thoughts on the matter of her future:

“Beats me.”

“...........You…haven’t even thought about it?” He couldn’t keep the incredulity out of his question.

“Uh, not really? There’s no job I feel like doing, and I’m too dumb for college.”

“Ashley. Please do not tell me you didn’t consider what you were going to do aside from convincing our parents to let you stay here.”

To that, she had an immediate answer. “Of course I did. I was planning to come find you on my own if this didn’t pan out!”

Andrew groaned. “Good fucking lord, you have the forethought of a goldfish!” How this woman managed to survive without him was beyond comprehension.

“I had other priorities before a job! Like keeping my grades up so they wouldn’t hold me back a year, and let me think, what else?” She smacked his shoulder in reproach. It had enough of an impact to annoy him without being especially painful. “That’s right, hunting you down!”

Unswayed, his mouth formed a flat line. “Oh, no, you’re not playing that card. You can’t convince me you didn’t have one free day to consider it in the months between graduation and now. And don’t hit me!” Feeling petty, he smacked her back, eliciting a sharp hiss as she grabbed her shoulder.

“Ow?? That was too hard, dickface!”

“Was it?” He threw her a challenging grin. “Maybe you’re just too weak.”

“How dare you! I’ll show you weak—!”

Ashley lunged at him, and they spent some time tussling on the couch like overgrown children, if fending off the yapping chihuahua who bore her fangs at him and tried to scratch the skin off of his flesh counted as that. Granted, it wouldn’t be a contest if he took this seriously. She was a bit slippery, but he was still bigger and stronger with more muscle mass. When he decided enough was enough, he grabbed onto her forearms and swiveled them to nail her to the back cushion. As she hollered, he planted his knee across her legs so she couldn’t kick at him either.

“Gotcha!”

“You suck! Get off me, you big fucking brute!”

Her struggle to free herself filled him with an altogether sadistic and brotherly delight. His fists tightened around her thin arms.

“Ah, I see the lady doth love sowing, and yet she cannot handle reaping.”

Her gaze darted up and down her human cage, plotting her method of escape. Then, she ceased her resistance with something wicked alighting her face.

“Oh my. Doesn't someone look happy to have dominated a poor, defenseless lady.”

“Excuse me?” Too baffled to counter, Andrew reddened and released her. “Could you have possibly phrased that any worse?”

His sister’s snide remark abruptly made him aware of himself in a way he strongly disliked. She pouted playfully as he retreated to his side of the couch as fast as possible.

“What’s wrong, Andy? Backing down so soon after you had me right where you wanted me?”

“Blow it out your ass,” he growled. “Like you don’t know exactly what you were doing.”

“Still! That's a forfeit if I've ever seen one. Guess that means I win this round by default!”

“Goddammit.” He’d find the fact that the years apart haven’t made her any worse at getting under his skin impressive if it wasn’t so obnoxious. Speaking of, her provocations have gotten them way off track. Shaking off his ire, he cleared his throat. “Anyway. Think of one thing you want to do. It can be anything at all, just so long as you have a goal to work towards.”

“What I want to do, hm…” She stared long at him, a meaningful sort of gaze that he wasn’t sure how to process. He was about to ask her to come out with whatever she was thinking on when her head whipped over to the program. “Wait, wasn’t that your college they just mentioned on TV?”

“What?” He blinked before facing forward, just in time to see the infomercial transition to the title sequence of a daily soap. “I don’t know. I wasn’t listening.”

“Pretty sure it was. The announcer guy was listing out venues for a talk show or whatever, and they named it as one of them.”

“…Okay?” What a non-sequitur.

Ashley tapped a finger against her chin, considering.

“Say, you wanted an idea, right? Here’s one for you.” She scooted closer, reclaiming most of the distance he just got done putting between them as her hands stacked neatly on top of her lap. “Let me visit your school.”

“Come again?”

“You heard me. I wanna drop by for a couple days, check out the digs. What do you think?”

Andrew waited a few moments for the punchline. When it became clear that this wasn't a joke, he looked at her like it ought to have been one.

“What on earth are you talking about? It's school, not a tourist spot.”

“I know that much! But maybe what I need is a bit of inspiration to find my own way in life. That's what college is about. Probably.”

“‘Probably,’ she says.” His brows knit together skeptically under his dark fringe. “And here I could have sworn you said that you were too dumb to pursue higher education?”

She's not serious about this at all, he suspected, but even then, he couldn’t imagine what else would put this request into her head. Moreover, if she really did struggle to keep her grades up as much as she made it out to be, he couldn’t picture her faring much better at college.

However, he could also tell his reluctance to buy into the idea immediately was wearing down her patience fast.

“Maybe I’m trying to scope out my options,” she huffed. “Why are you so against the idea of me visiting? You’re the one who asked me what I wanted to do.”

“I didn’t say I was against it, but I don’t know how much good it’s going to do in this situation. I think you’d have better luck looking up some job listings in the paper.”

“Really now? Because if I didn’t know any better, I’d say it sounds like you don’t want me there.”

“Leyle—” He bit down on his lip. “Come on, quit talking like that. You make it sound like I don’t want you around.”

“But it seems you want to keep me out of your nice college life,” she accused him flat out. “I totally get it. Why would you hang out with someone who’s as good as a stranger when you can be with your friends and your girlfriend instead? I can tell by the way you talk about them that they must be so great.”

…The hell?

Just like that, the space separating them on the couch was now a rift that made it feel like they were on different sides of the planet.

It stung. What could he possibly have done to suggest that he didn't want her company? No, what hasn't he done to tell her in every single way how badly he wanted it? He hated how impossible it was to rattle these words into her thick skull.

Something else he was quickly growing to hate was how she would refuse to look at him whenever she got sore with him. She crossed her arms and shrunk in on herself, making herself smaller. At times like this, she more closely resembled the child he left in that old apartment instead of the young woman she should have grown into.

“Open the door,” a voice whispered in the furthest reaches of his mind. He drowned out the echo with a short laugh.

“Don’t be stupid. You’re not a stranger—you’re my sister. I’ll take you with me when I leave this weekend, and you can crash in my room.”

The last part appeared to thaw her ice.

“Yeah?” Ashley leaned closer, her shoulder nudging against his upper arm in the process. “You’re sure about me sticking around after this week? That’s what you want?”

“Of course I do.”

He didn’t understand how she could think otherwise when he was here, regarding her with the sort of care etched into every muscle from his face to his chest that ached. At least, he wouldn’t have to worry about missing her for a while longer.

“If you think it’ll help, I don’t see why not.”

“It’ll help me, alright,” she asserted with utmost confidence. “It’s just like one of our old adventures! Remember when we were kids, and we’d name our own episodes? This one is Andy and Leyley and…?”

His smile weakened.

He did indeed remember. She was expecting him to seal the deal with a title. What else could he do but oblige?

“I’m not sure. ‘The Struggle to Survive the Economy?’”

“Sheesh, what a downer of a show. You need to work on your naming skills.” She slung an arm around his back to pat and rub the shoulder at his empty side. “We’ll workshop it, okay?”

Incidentally, there was a knot in his stomach.

 

 

At the end of the week, he got Ashley’s belongings packed up in a brand new suitcase and stowed in the trunk before they were off. As it so happens, the car was fairly new as well; he’d lucked out on getting a slightly used one rather than a new new one. Thank god someone happened to be selling on short notice, or else he’d have to deal with not only the higher price tag but the sharp new car smell, and he couldn’t have that.

Nothing of note happened on their roughly two-hour long journey to campus. They left in the afternoon and arrived in the evening, the cover of darkness well on its way to settling over the sky by the time he parked in the lot closest to his building. The two of them didn’t run into anyone Andrew knew on the way in. He supposed most were either socializing, relaxing, or studying at this hour.

“Fuck, I forgot,” he blurted as soon as he had one foot in the door, half open with the dorm key already shoved in his pocket.

“What is it?” Ashley piped up from behind him.

“It’s not clean in there. Didn’t expect anyone to come over… Could you wait out here a minute?”

“Huuhh? It can’t be that bad, can it?”

Before he could respond, she reached over to give the door a firm push open.

“Hey! Cut that out!” He moved to block her view with his body, but the wily girl ducked under his arm to catch a glimpse of the cataclysmic mess that was his room.

“Holy shit, Andrew! Did a robber break in before a tornado swept through? This place is a nothing short of a dump.”

“Argh—” He slapped his forehead. “What part of ‘wait’ was so hard to understand??”

“Heheh. No need to worry, for I can help you tidy up!”

“That’s not necessary. You’re the guest here, not me.”

“A guest who invited herself on short notice, thank you,” she smartly retorted. “Believe it or not, I’m actually pretty good at cleaning, so a slob like you needs to watch and see how it’s done.”

“I swear it’s not usually this bad…” It wasn’t much better, but Ashley didn’t need to know that.

With that, she waltzed right into his personal dumpster without much of an argument from him. His room was tiny enough to where she had already witnessed the worst of it, so it didn’t matter much at this point. Sighing, he stepped in after her and closed the door.

“Whatever, just…don’t touch the desk or the bedside table.”

“Why can't I?” A suggestive side-eye accompanied a smirk upturning her mouth. “I bet you just don't want me to find your trashy porno collection.”

“Screw you. That’s where I keep my school stuff.” (She’s also not completely wrong, but that was beside the point.) “I don’t need you misplacing anything important.”

“Boring! But fine,” she relented. “Aren’t you lucky to have such a kind and caring angel as a sister again, and so easy on the eyes, too! You’d be lost without me.”

“Yeah, sure, you’re god’s gift to earth.”

“Damn straight.”

It was a wonder what a little work could do. After several minutes of tidying, the space was almost unrecognizable from the state it was in before. Wow, he almost forgot what the floor looked like without unfolded clothes and crumpled papers strewn about it. He had to give her credit where credit was due: she wasn’t lying when she said she was good at cleaning. It took a third of the time it would have if his lazy ass had been working alone.

Ashley approached his bed, a twin size with a stiff mattress outfitted with the blandest gray sheet set money could buy. She lifted his blanket by pinching one corner between her fingers and gave it a curious sniff.

“Do these need to be washed?”

“No. My room might not have been clean, but I did run the bedding in the laundry before I left.”

“Good.” Staking her claim, his younger sister flopped on top of his bed like a dead starfish as he seated himself in a swivel chair he had at his desk. Face down on his pillow, she said something like, “I difinth wamfh yur mah muff anyhew.”

With a soft snort, he rolled up to the bedside. “What was that?”

When she rolled over and stretched out, she thrust her full chest up into the air, arms raising above her head as her back arched like a bow.

“Hnnrrrggh! I said, I didn't want your man musk anywho.”

“Gross. Can you not?”

“What, don’t like me talking about your man musk, even when you’re happy to stink up the house with smoke?”

“Wha—that’s different. I do that outside.”

“It makes you reek,” Ashley complained with a wrinkle in her nose. “Plus, that shit’s bad for your health, isn’t it?”

“Bite me. Can’t a man have his vices?” She squinted up at him as he loomed over her, his arm coming down to rest over the top of the wooden bar headboard. “If you don’t quit nagging me, maybe I’ll blow smoke in your face next time I buy a pack.” The threat was nearly made useless as he struggled to hold it together at the look of disgust and contempt she gave him.

“You wouldn’t—”

A knock on his door shot him upright, spine perfectly straight as a gentle voice called out to him.

“Andrew? Are you in there?”

“Oh, shit,” he muttered as he got to his feet.

He turned away from Ashley, who sat up in his bed and stared after his retreating form as he went to answer the door. Predictably, his girlfriend was standing on the other side of it.

“Hey,” he said, close to a murmur.

“Welcome back.” The mousy smile he was so used to seeing was there, both hands curled over each other in front of her chest. She was a welcome sight. It’s been several days since he’s seen her, and he didn’t have much time to think about her, much less call when he was dealing with everything at home. “Sorry for dropping by out of the blue, but I wanted to come see you.”

“No, it’s fine—”

“Andy, who’s this?”

Julia was promptly subjected to the sight of a nosy as hell Ashley wedging herself into the door frame to stand beside him. Although he tried to move over to accommodate her intrusion, her arm slinging around the back of his neck prevented him from straying far. Why did she choose now to come to the door?

“Umm?” Julia stared, unsure what to make of the scene at first. But it didn't take long for the two dots to connect. Her jaw fell open. “Aren't you…Ashley?”

“The one and only! Charmed, I’m sure,” said Ashley with a tight smile. “Who are you, mystery woman come to pester my brother late at night?”

“My girlfriend, Julia,” Andrew introduced their sudden visitor, ignoring his sister’s oddly targeted language, and then he thought aloud, “I didn’t mention she was coming?” That wasn’t like him.

“No, you didn’t…” With a subdued, humming laughter, Julia glanced between the siblings wearing a smile that grew mousier by the second. “Am I interrupting something, or…? I can leave and come back later if that’s what you—”

“Not at all!” Ashley insisted before she could finish her sentence. His sister took a step forward, impelling his girlfriend to take a step back. Until now, Andrew hadn’t realized just how similar their appearances were, about the same height with soft, fair faces and tousled raven hair. “You know what? I just realized how hungry I am. Since you were looking to spend time with him anyway, why don’t you tag along with us for dinner? Then you can tell me aaaall about how you’ve been taking care of my Andy.”

Andrew’s wide-eyed reaction didn’t have much of an effect on Ashley, but that was to be expected.

Nothing he could do, really. He knew well how his sister got when she had her mind set on something.